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whose punishment he had justified, in that he had avoided any
act or word which could be construed as giving occasion of
slander or of tumult. (Lord Acton has indeed blamed him for
the length to which he carried his submission.)
The outstanding fact about More is, that his regard for an
oath was such that he cheerfully faced perpetual imprisonment
rather than swear an oath which he thought false. He remained
firm, though he knew that nothing less than his death would
satisfy Henry. Indeed, he feared the Government might resort
to torture, which was mercifully spared him. His death was
compassed by deliberate perjury.
More's claims to distinction are very various. He was a
member of that earliest group of Greek students, with whom
English classical scholarship begins. He was High Steward of
Oxford and Cambridge, an educational pioneer, particularly
enthusiastic about the education of women. As a writer of
English prose, his position is specially important. It was not
till long after his day that anyone could rival his mastery of
many different types of English: dramatic dialogue and
rhetorical monologue, narrative and argument combined in
a style at once scholarly and colloquial. More's History of
Richard III remained a pattern of historical writing unequalled
for a century. His death as a martyr 'for the faith of the
Catholic Church' was also a statesman's protest against the
claim of the civil power to dictate religious belief, and should
make him the hero of all who care for religous liberty. For over
twenty years he exercised important judicial functions of
different kinds, and it was his promptitude and incorruptibility
as a judge that most impressed his countrymen. It is as cthe
best friend that the poor e'er had' that his fellow Londoners
remembered him, in the old play of Sir Thomas More. Swift had
learnt from Utopia many of the things which make Gulliver's
Travels remarkable, and he repaid his teacher by giving him
the magnificent testimonial of being the person eof the greatest
virtue this kingdom ever produced9.